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looked also as though our way eastwards was barred, for all
across the eastern sky there stood the white glare that
denotes ice. But westwards on that lovely cold, bright day
the sky was azure and on the clear field there floated little
white clouds. So we turned north-westwards towards the
South Orkneys, towards the ice-trap, the place of doom for
ships where mills of ice grind eternally and in silence.
For four days there lay around us a limitless field of floes,
heavy and motionless. No swell lifted them. Icebergs
stood among them, castles and palaces, with caves admitting
foam. Between the floes wound narrow leads too small for
the ship to turn in. On the bridge the Captain and his
officers, in fur helmets and duffel coats, searched the horizon.
Sometimes blue sky and white cloud met the white horizon
but at other times the sky was a flat and even grey. In the
pack-ice you take a darkening of this grey sky above the
horizon to indicate a possibility that open water lies that
way. And the sky darkened always towards the west.
Towards this " water sky " we pushed slowly for four days,
nosing our way between ponderous floes whose sheer sides
stood three or four feet above the water. Looking over the
ship's side you could gaze down into still, dark depths utterly
clear where the sides of the floes went down into darkness
beyond sight. The hopeful " water sky " drew us on like a
" fata morgana " for the floes grew thicker and thicker still
with mounds and sastrugi upon them carved by the wind.
Daylight was continuous and the long twilight of evening
passed slowly into the long twilight of morning. Sometimes
the propeller thrashed the water for a long time ineffectively
under our stern. Then we would go astern a little so that the
ship drew her nose out of the V-shaped place she had made
for herself in the great mass of ice under her bows. Gently
she would bear down again upon the floe, rise up a little on
it and halt while the propeller raced once more and the giant
mass moved slowly aside. Thus painfully and slowly we
made half a mile every hour or so.